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The school counselor's role in empowering adolescent girls
Abstract
Although many books and articles have been written on the topic of adolescence and the challenges
having to do with this developmental stage, there is an increasing need for school counselors to provide
programming to empower today's adolescent girls. Research has long shown that a decline in self-esteem
accompanies puberty (Dee, 1997). In fact, one study found significant gender differences which indicate
that girls are at a much higher risk for not only developing, but also for maintaining low levels of selfesteem (Simmons & Blyth, 1987).
With all of the problems facing contemporary adolescents, empowering girls with a positive self-image
can help save them from making bad decisions involving such things as relationships, sex, substance
abuse, or eating disorders, and, instead, help them focus on their goals, values, and dreams for the future.
While the school counselor cannot accomplish this alone, he or she can certainly make a difference by
providing pertinent psycho-educational group opportunities.
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Abstract
Although many books and articles have been written on the topic of adolescence
and the challenges having to do with this developmental stage, there is an
increasing need for school counselors to provide programming to empower
today's adolescent girls. Research has long shown that a decline in self-esteem
accompanies puberty (Dee, 1997). In fact, one study found significant gender
differences which indicate that girls are at a much higher risk for not only
developing, but also for maintaining low levels of self-esteem (Simmons & Blyth,
1987). With all of the problems facing contemporary adolescents, empowering
girls with a positive self-image can help save them from making bad decisions
involving such things as relationships, sex, substance abuse, or eating disorders,
and, instead, help them focus on their goals, values, and dreams for the future.
While the school counselor cannot accomplish this alone, he or she can certainly
make a difference by providing pertinent psycho-educational group opportunities.

Empowering Adolescent Girls
Based on a 10-year study involving young females, Wiseman (2002)
concluded that girls gradually lose self-esteem as they reach adolescence. She
claimed that one of the main reasons for the marked decline in self-esteem is the
intense pressure girls put on their female peers to meet fictitious laws of
appearance, fashion, interactions with boys, and even personality. Dee (1997)
asserted that as girls enter middle school, they typically try not to appear too
smart because many boys feel threatened by intelligent girls. Gray and Phillips
(1998) pointed at the media as a primary source of the blame when they stated
that, "Magazines shout that the key to success is the right combination of
cosmetics and the latest wedgie shoes" (p. xiv). Whatever the reasons, the fact
remains that, as they move toward the doors of middle school, many girls are
leaving behind confidence, goals, and personal power.
Wiseman (2002) claimed that adults are failing to prepare girls for
'~-

adolescence by refusing to see what is really going on in their lives. In popular

.

books such as Ophelia Speaks (Shandler, 2()00), Queen Bees & Wannabes
(Wiseman, 2002), and Real Girl, Real World (Gray & Phillips, 1998) that address
the issues of young girls, the topics of choice include: relationships, sexual
involvement, depression, self-acceptance, stress/problem solving, body image,
and substance use. Young females do not have a problem identifying what is on
their minds, but they are rarely equipped with the necessary knowledge, or given
the opportunities needed to appropriately deal with the issues they face.
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The purpose of this research paper is to examine the key areas of concern
adolescent girls are dealing with and to specifically outline what school
counselors can do to better empower this population. As the result of proper
implementation of an empowerment curriculum that addresses the issues of
greatest concern, young girls can bolster their self-esteems to find and use their
voices, define themselves by identifying their values and beliefs, and discover
their true selves.
The Need to Empower
Compared to their parents' teen years, contemporary adolescence is a
/period of far greater risk to'the current and future health of today's youth
(Takanishi, 1993). Lecroy and Daley (2001) asserted that the concerns about
problem behaviors are increasingly directed at girls. Lecroy and Daley predicted
that by 2003 girls would surpass boys in the use of alcohol and tobacco, and that
they would be equal to boys in their use of marijuana. Other factors that put girls
at greater risk of problem behaviors include, but are not limited to, the way
society responds to girls, messages from the media, a negative body image, loss,
depression, anxiety, insomnia, and parental pressure (Lecroy & Daley, 2001).
When Sara Shandler (1999), author of Ophelia Speaks, asked girls to send
in contributions for her book, submissions included disappointing relationships
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with fathers, sexual assault, temptations and abuse of alcohol, thoughts of suicide,
and the constant search for identity. Somewhat surprisingly, almost twenty girls
also sent in poems and essays blaming the media for their negative body images.
Today's adolescents have more information than ever at their fingertips, but they
are screaming for ways to find themselves. No television show is teaching them

I
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how to gain a more positive self-image. In fact, the messages are quite the
opposite. Television shows, commercials and magazines tell them they should
have perfect skin, perfect bodies, and perfect lives. The message they get over
~nd over again is, you are not good enough. Mary Pipher, author of Reviving
/ Ophelia (1994), stated:
Something dramatic happens to girls in early adolescence. Just as planes
and ships disappear mysteriously into the Bermuda Triangle, so do the
selves of girls go down in droves ... .In early adolescence, studies show
that girls' IQ scores drop and their math and science scores plummet.
They lose their resiliency and optimism and become less curious and
inclined to take risks .... They report great unhappiness with their own
bodies. (p. 19)
Walz and Bleuer (1992) asserted that counselors can play an important role in
turning these statistics around by providing specific psycho-educational
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information that will help students to enhance their own self-esteem.
How youth feel about themselves projects to others and influences the
way others view and relate to them. A strong feeling of self-worth helps
adolescents use their potential abilities in order to live more productive lives.
Positive self-esteem helps them to think for themselves and to resist pressure
toward risky behaviors (Walz & Bleuer, 1992). Knowledge is power, and
equipping adolescent girls with the knowledge and skills they need to be better
prepared to deal with all they are exposed to is a great way to empower them to
make the most of their lives.
The Counselor's Role
The school counselor plays an integral role in empowering adolescent
girls. Developing a strong curriculum for preventative education is a key issue;
however, even more important may be the environment that the counselor creates.
If students do not feel safe to voice their concerns or to discuss the issues they see
as prevalent, then no curriculum will be effective. Counselors need to create an
atmosphere of acceptance in which students feel free to express themselves (Walz

& Bleuer, 1992).
Providing this safe environment where adolescents know they can talk
without being judged and that what they share will remain confidential is a vital
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starting point. According to the National Council for Research on Women, "Of
the adolescent girls with depressive symptoms, 46 percent cited concerns about
confidentiality, or not wanting their parents to know that they were having
problems - as their reason for not getting help" (Phillips, 1998, p. 25). Assuring
confidentiality is a crucial starting point for getting girls to come in for individual
or small group counseling. In this author's experience, adolescent girls are
starving for opportunities to discuss their feelings, to learn about relationships,
and to gain self-acceptance. The school may provide the only opportunity they
have for healthy self-exploration, and the counselor may be the only adult who is
really willing to listen to what girls have to say.
·The school counselor could be the difference between girls searching for
acceptance in unhealthy ways and girls finding a voice that allows them to gain
self-confidence by figuring out who they really are and developing a healthy selfconcept It seems that when Marcie Wyrostek, a sixteen year old, wrote the
following excerpt from Girl Power (Carlip, 1995), she was speaking the
experience of many girls her age:
How could I possibly explain how awful I feel about myself; how I can't
remember the last time I was actually proud of myself; how I can't stand
any of the people I used to call my "friends"; how I feel guilty about
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everything I do; how I know you don't really care what's the matter with
me. Nobody cares. Maybe that's why I'm crying. Would you understand
this? NO, BECAUSE YOU'RE SELF-CONFIDENT, POPULAR, AND
THIN! YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHAT IT FEELS LIKE TO BE SO
INFERIOR TO EVERYONE AROUND YOU! SO SHUT THE F*** UP,
WALK AWAY FROM ME, AND LET ME CRY IN PEACE! (p. 53)
There are more Marcie's than non-Marcies in schools in the United States. They
feel alone, even though they are far from it. It is crucial that the school counselor
reach out to these girls by providing opportunities for them to discuss what they
are experiencing, as well as' to be properly educated about the issues they face on
a regular basis.
Laying the Foundation
The school counselor needs to implement a program to meet the needs of
adolescent girls. It is crucial that the program curriculum address the issues
identified by this population, or girls will see it as just something else another
adult is trying to cram down their throats (Lecroy & Daley, 2001 ). Administering
a simple needs assessment that allows young girls to identify areas of concern
can be very effective (Walz & Bleuer, 1992). The information from this
assessment can then be compiled, and the counselor can report back to the girls
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the areas that they reported were of the greatest concern. This, in itself, will
empower the intended audience, and will ensure the counselor that the
programming is on target.
One such survey was conducted in October, 2003 and another in January,
2004 by this author with 8th grade girls at a small, suburban middle school in
Hudson, Iowa. Following is a summary of the data gathered through the survey.
On both surveys, girls identified relationships as the number one area of concern,
low self-esteem and depression came in second, stress/problem-solving was third,
positive body image was fourth, and substance use and abuse was fifth. The
school counselor has a responsibility to provide programming that incorporates
appropriate curriculum and allows for discussion on the topics identified as most
important to the school's current female population.
Group Counseling as the Vehicle

After completing the needs assessment, the counselor can then organize
six-week small group counseling sessions to address the topics identified on the
needs assessment. Participants for groups can be selected with teacher input to
ensure the right mix of personalities for each group (Greenberg, 2003). The
content may best be delivered in the small group setting that enables the
counselor to talk to more girls at one time, but is still small enough to promote
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intimate and honest reflection, as well as discussion.
Effective group counseling provides students with a valuable learning
experience. Group counseling offers an opportunity for young girls to see group
members as role models and to become a role model for others in the group.
Participants should be encouraged to offer support and help other group
members. When a group member contributes something meaningful to fellow
group members, a positive sense of self occurs (Greenberg, 2003). When the
counselor has taken the necessary steps to initiate and run a group, the objectives
identified by group members can be accomplished to a significant degree. While
/ individual counseling is also very valuable for this age group, group counseling
may be more effective for the topics addressed in an empowerment curriculum
because it allows for immediate opportunity for girls to discuss with peers and see
that they are not alone in their feelings and questions (Lecroy & Daley, 2001 ).
Key Components of an Empowerment Curriculum
Relationships

When talking about relationships with adolescent girls, friendship and
popularity are key topics. Adolescent girls want friends for many reasons. They
need to test their ideas, actions, and roles, and their friends help them to do that.
Greydanus (1991) wrote that girls just want to be accepted, and they have
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anxieties about whether they are normal that friends can help them with.
Friendships can be an important source of support for girls; however, many of
them get caught up in the idea of being popular and lose sight of what a real
friendship is (Wiseman, 2002). The Go Grrrls Curriculum, which is included
in the book Empowering Adolescent Girls (Lecroy and Daley, 2001 ), outlines the
following goals which should be addressed by counselors in educating girls about
relationships:
1.. Moving girls away from their focus on popularity and toward
developing intimate friendships.
2. Giving girls practice in identifying healthy qualities in a friend and
· boyfriend.
3. Emphasizing the importance of friendship as support and how it
contributes to girls' well-being.
4. Teaching girls to form healthy, supportive friendships in which they
can encourage each other to make positive life choices.
5. Helping girls identify and end unhealthy relationships (p. 137).
These goals are met through interactive discussions and activities facilitated by
group leaders.
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Making friends is not as much of an issue for most girls as they enter
middle adolescence, ages 14-16; however, the desire to form closer relationships
with boys during this time can bring on a host of new problems for them
(Greydanus, 1991). One such area is sexual involvement which should also be
addressed under the topic of relationships.
Vernon and Al-Mabuk (1995), asserted that mid-adolescence often marks
the beginning of experimentation with sexual behavior. "The pressure is strong
to be sexually active before adolescents are emotionally ready to handle the
involvement. There no longer seems to be a negative stigma attached to early
sexual activity" (Vernon & Al-Mabuk, 1995, p. 128). While parents' attitudes
and actions have a great impact on the behaviors of teens, it would be unrealistic
to believe that appropriate discussions about sexual involvement are happening in
every household. In the halls of middle schools, girls are pressured to be sexual
.•

regardless of the quality of relationships (Pipher, 1994). Because of this and the
fact that many girls find it difficult to discuss sex with their parents (Wiseman,
2002), the school may be the only place where teens will get the information they
need to make good decisions. As the occurrence of teen relationship abuse
grows, so does the need for girls to know what a healthy relationship is, and how
to set appropriate boundaries in their relationships (Moles, 2001 ).
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Moles (2001) provided specific lessons and materials to use when
exploring the topic of sexual intimacy in The Relationship Workbook. One lesson
involves having girls map out who is included in their personal support group.
They need to be able to recognize those people in their lives that they can turn to
and count on to give them good advice and who will consistently remind them of
their beliefs and values. A skill to teach them would be the ability to evaluate the
relationships in their lives by asking themselves a series of pertinent questions.
Copies of these questions should be given to them to refer to throughout their
teen years. Discussions about how different relationships affect their lives need
to be facilitated, and girls need to be able to identify the difference between a
healthy and an unhealthy relationship. The counselor needs to allow girls time to
explore their relationship values and to record them in a journal that is theirs to
keep. An opportunity for contracting with themselves about behaviors they want
to maintain in a relationship can also be an extremely valuable culminating
activity (Gray & Phillips, 1998).

Depression
According to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) (2000), 8.3
percent of adolescents in the United States suffer from depression. Cobain
(1998) stated, "Some mental health professionals believe that as many as 20
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percent of high school students are deeply unhappy or have some kind of
psychiatric problem" (p. 3). Depression affects more young people today than
ever before; however, young girls do not necessarily know this. In a fact sheet for
physicians, NIMH (2000) stated that, "In childhood, boys and girls appear to be at
equal risk for depressive disorders; but during adolescence, girls are twice as
likely as boys to develop depression" (p. 3). A major problem with this is that
although the occurrence is high, many girls do not talk about how they are feeling
because they do not think anyone else feels the way they do and the desire to be
"normal" overrides the need to seek help (Hubbard, Barbieri & Power, 1998).
Adolescent girls can be empowered through education about depression.
Because of it's prevalence, girls need information about symptoms, warning
signs, and treatment for depression. They need the information not only for
themselves, but also so that they can recognize signs of depression in their
friends. Getting appropriate education about this issue may be the key to
empowering girls to act before a situation spirals out of control (Wiseman, 2002).
Depression is often contributed to or escalated by negative self-talk (Seligman,
1995). Participants in the small groups should be taught to recognize and reverse
negative self-talk, including statements that overgeneralize, and "I Should... "
statements (Lecroy & Daley, 2001). The group setting allows girls to practice
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identifying and reversing negative thinking.
The counselor also needs to take the opportunity to discuss appropriate
methods of treatment for depression, including individual counseling and
medication. Any depressed adolescent needs to understand that there is hope for
a happier future, and school counselors can emphasize this when giving group
participants the information on depression. The group setting allows participants
to ask questions, talk about their own experiences, and gain immediate feedback.

Self-Esteem
The fact that self-acceptance surfaced in this author's survey as an area of
great need among 8th grade girls is not surprising. Broyles (2002) pointed out that
girls are exposed to a sex-driven, "relativistic culture that demeans women" (p.
1). She also asserted that traditional values and relationships that nurture girls'
self esteem are increasingly eroded. While society might play a large role in the

-·
decrease of adolescent girls' esteem issues, puberty, in itself, may be the bigger
culprit. In an article from For Girls by Girls (2003), an unknown author stated:
Puberty is an exciting, yet sometimes challenging stage of life for young
girls. It starts between the ages of9 and 13, and lasts for about 2 to
3 years. Studies show that girls feel very confident in themselves and
their abilities up to around the age of nine, about the same time that
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puberty starts. Therefore, this phase of life can be challenging to the
development of a girl's self image and self-esteem (p. 1).

It is important for school counselors to recognize that a drop in self-esteem
around the time of puberty is often normal; however, this knowledge makes it
even more imperative for school counselors to provide developmentally
appropriate psycho-educational opportunities during early adolescence.
Greenberg (2003) suggested that to address self-esteem in the group setting, the
counselor can facilitate a discussion about what self-esteem is, some of the ways
group members feel about themselves, and what they can do to change their selfesteem. Greenberg (2003) suggested ending this discussion by having group
members rate how they feel about themselves on a scale of 1 to 10~ and the
counselor should document the results. Then, at the termination of the group,
members should again rate themselves an~.the numbers should be compared with
earlier ratings. Improved self-esteem should be a natural consequence of
empowering adolescent girls with appropriate information and the opportunity to
question, discuss and reflect on their feelings about relationships, depression,
problem solving, positive body image, and substance use and abuse.
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Problem-Solving

It would be negligent to implement a curriculum to empower adolescent
girls and not include a unit on problem solving. Leaming to face new situations
and the ability to define problems can help girls generate alternative solutions
(LeCroy & Daley, 2001). The problem solving process gives adolescents practice
in looking at the big picture, which is a life skill that most students are not taught
in the classroom, but one that is vital in order for adolescents to learn to make
informed, deliberate, and constructive decisions (Takanishi, 1993).
Again, the group setting would be optimal for learning the problem
solving process as it allows for input from the participants as well as the
opportunity to role-play real life situations. In the group context, the girls should
be encouraged to confront, define, and respond to problem situations (LeCroy &
Daley, 2001 ). When adolescents are given problem solving skills and are
encouraged to use them in their daily lives, they can build a foundation of general
competence and are more likely to meet life's challenges with greater success
(Crockett & Petersen, 1993). If girls are lacking this knowledge, then they are
lacking the power to make better decisions for themselves.
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Promoting Positive Body Image

There is an increasing need for counselors to address the topic of body
image. By ages 10 and 11, 80% of girls are already thinking they should be
thinner (Friedmann, 1998). In a longitudinal study conducted by Byely,
Archibald, Graber and Brooks-Gunn (2000), 17.8% of 11 to 14 year-olds said they
had gone on a diet within the past six months, and in 1994, over one-third of
adolescent girls reported chronic dieting, excessive exercise, self-induced
vomiting, and use of laxatives, diet, and watt? pills (Phelps, Andrea & Rizzo,
1995).
In many school systems, discussion of body image may be limited to
health or physical education classes; however, the promotion of healthy body
image is a preventative measure that should also be supported by the school
counselor. One aspect for the counselor to focus on would be the developmental
changes and social experiences that may trigger eating disorders (Akos, 2003).
This would normalize many of the feelings associated with quickly changing
bodies.
Small group sessions facilitated by the counselor can provide an effective
way for students to build support systems and dialogue about their feelings on this
topic (Friedmann, 1998). Counselors can use these sessions to address the
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changes that occur with puberty and connect those changes with the ongoing
emotional and perceptual processes. The negative connotations girls would
otherwise place on themselves because their bodies are changing so quickly and
may look different from their peers' bodies can be overcome by proper modeling
by the counselor and through activities that emphasize the positive of each
member's body. By providing structure to group meetings, the counselor
encourages girls to discuss ways to promote their own and others' body image.
Emotions associated with eating, self-esteem and positive body image should be
central themes (Akos, 2003).
Substance Use and Abuse

The Iowa Youth Survey (2002) results showed that 30% oflowa's 6th , 8th ,
and 11 th grade girls surveyed had their first alcoholic drink between the ages of
eight and thirteen. There was a significant increase in the number of girls who
had their first alcoholic drink at age thirteen or fourteen. The survey also showed
that 14% of girls in Iowa had used marijuana by age fifteen.
Pipher ( 1994) noted that "alcohol is the drug of choice of most teens. It's
cheap, powerful and sold everywhere" (p. 189). Vernon and Al-Mabuk (1995)
also agreed that alcohol use is the most prevalent, but they also noted the
prevailing attitudes that alcohol use is somehow better than other drug use are
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dangerous. The truth is that alcohol use impairs judgment and self-control
(Vernon & Al-Mabuk, 1995) and puts girls at risk not just for addiction, but also
for negative effects on growth and development, rape, injury, and arrest.
Adolescents are risk takers, and the process of growing up consists of a
series of risks as they try new things (LeCroy & Daley, 2001). Unfortunately,
some of the risks can involve lifelong consequences; therefore, it is vital that they
receive information about the risks, as well as encouragement to be drug free.
The goals of sessions on substance abuse should be to teach girls to avoid using
alcohol, tobacco and other drugs, introduce and allow them to practice refusal
skills, and to educate them about the associated risks and the link between
substance use and unwanted sexual activity (Covell, 1994).
Girls hand over their power when they succumb to pressure to use drugs,
or even when they choose to drink to be included. Empowering them with skills
to say no and make better choices can save them from a string of negative
consequences (Lecroy & Daley, 2001). Greenberg (2003) stated that group work
is effective for topics such as drug and alcohol abuse because group members can
help hold each other accountable for their actions, as well as serve as support
systems for each other.
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Conclusion
There is no question that today's youth are exposed to mo're information
than ever before. Unfortunately, much of that information comes before they are
developmentally prepared to sort it out. Many girls are learning lessons at a high
price and making uneducated decisions that can impact their entire futures. Many
adults have become desensitized to the messages the media sends. One is hard
pressed to find a television show that is not sexually explicit, advertising that
suggests girls of all sizes and shapes are beautiful, or messages that suggest that
alcohol or tobacco use equates to anything less than beauty, popularity and having
the time of your life.
School personnel are too often the only positive role models some girls
have. Depending on health and physical education teachers to spend the
necessary time teaching positive body image,.healthy relationships, and the
specific risks for girls is not realistic. School counselors have an avenue to
empower adolescent girls, and they need to use it. The more accurate and
appropriate information they can provide in a setting that allows girls to reflect,
question, and practice new skills the better.
Counselors should be encouraged to survey their own population to find
out what specific areas of need exist in their schools. Information on most topics
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is readily available, and programming does not have to be overly time-consuming.
Once a program is put together, counselors can draw on that information year
after year, and can update and add to it as necessary.

It is possible that girls will feel empowered just by the fact that someone
cares enough to address the issues that they are dealing with on a regular basis.
Think about the empowerment that comes when girls are given the opportunity to
discuss these issues with their peers, and to form bonds with other girls in their
group sessions. Counselors can offer the opportunity to gain skills and
knowledge which could save an adolescent girl from being raped, staying in an
abusive relationship, or attempting suicide. One thing is for sure, no girl will be
hurt by gaining valuable information and skills.
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